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INFILL DEVELOPMENT

Spring Creek Townhomes, Northfield
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City Makes Most of Troubled Parcel

SPRING CREEK TOWNHOMES
AT - A - G L A N C E
POPULATION OF CITY: 20,445
TARGET AREA OF REVITALIZATION:
City-owned parcel
TIME FRAME: 2008–2013
INITIAL COSTS: $6.2 million
PROJECT PARTNERS: City of Northfield, First
National Bank of Northfield, Greater Minnesota
Housing Fund, Minnesota Housing, National
Development Council Equity Fund, Northfield
Housing and Redevelopment Authority, Three
Rivers Community Action
KEY STRATEGIES: Diverse funding sources,
green and energy-efficient construction

THE COMMUNITY AND ITS HISTORY
Home to Carleton College and St. Olaf College, Northfield
is a lovely town about 50 minutes south of the Twin Cities. It
has a thriving downtown, 35 parks, and a growing population
that jumped nearly 17 percent from 2000 to 2010.
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The housing crisis unfolded in 2008 and 2009, leaving many
developers financially troubled. Many large tracts were left in
foreclosure and ownership transferred to banks. Meanwhile,
the city saw only one market-rate rental project built from
2005 to 2010.
In 2008, the Northfield Housing and Redevelopment
Authority bought a troubled 20-acre parcel from a developer at
an attractive price. The location proved to be within a mile of
schools, a senior center, human services, and Head Start. But it
would be some years before development would actually begin.
A 2012 Housing Study by Community Partners Research
reported Northfield’s population rose 16.7 percent, with
households increasing 28 percent. The city’s minority
population grew to 15 percent, with the majority renting and
not owning their homes.
High rents weren’t helping–44 percent of renters were paying
more than 30 percent of their income on rent. The survey
revealed low vacancy rates in the rental market, in particular
units with subsidies for tenants and those built using Low
Income Housing Tax Credits. Few three- and four-bedroom
rental units even existed. The housing study recommended
building between 36 and 40 new subsidized rental units
through the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit Program.
The HRA tapped Three Rivers Community Action, an
established affordable housing and services provider, to
develop and manage the project. The organization has an
exceptional reputation, having developed 570 units and
generated $63 million of investment in the region.
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THE STRATEGY
Three Rivers Community Action designed Spring Creek
Townhomes in 2011 while putting together the financing. The
idea was to create larger apartments for the many families who
were struggling to find affordable housing in Northfield.
Three Rivers worked to bring together a host of funding
sources. The HRA donated the land. The city of Northfield
offered $1 million in tax increment financing. Greater
Minnesota Housing Fund provided a $4.6 million
construction loan.
Minnesota Housing awarded Low Income Housing Tax
Credits. More than $5 million in equity was raised by the
National Development Council Corporate Equity Fund, a
frequent partner of Three Rivers. The First National Bank of
Northfield also provided financing.

Susan Strandberg, the nonprofit’s community
development officer, says the impact of
the townhouse development cannot be
underestimated. “I think the fact that they were
able to rent them up quickly speaks to the need
for larger, affordable homes in Northfield,” she
says. “People were ready to move in the day they
were finished.”
Strandberg continues: “People driving past notice Spring
Creek. It’s a beautiful development that has architectural
detail, nice colors, and an attractive presence.”
Spring Creek Townhomes employed community-based planning
along with strong local, state and national financial resources. In
looking at construction, Three Rivers chose sustainable materials
and pursued LEED certification to demonstrate that green
principles can work in affordable housing.

THE RESULTS
The 28 townhouses include four two-bedroom units,
20 three-bedroom units, and four four-bedroom apartments.
The complex has spacious rooms, attached garages, plenty of
storage, and two bathrooms in every unit.
All the apartments house families earning less than 60 percent
of the area median income. Many of the households are headed
by single women, and many residents are people of color and
have disabled family members. The property houses at least
50 children.
Rents run from $705 to $865 a month, several hundred
dollars less than comparable townhouses or single-family
homes in Northfield. The complex has a waiting list of over
30 families.

LESSONS LEARNED
Research showed larger units were needed. Northfield
demonstrated the need for multi-bedroom housing through
a housing research study. The study showed how expensive
housing had become and how little was available for families.
The city bought land when price was right. The city of
Northfield used the recession to purchase land at bargain
prices, with an understanding it would be used someday for
affordable housing. Taking advantage of market conditions
can reduce the cost of future projects.
Every project informs even experienced developers. “We
grew through this project and learned a great deal as an
organization,” Strandberg says. “We’re proud of it, and so

Spring Creek has several notable green features. The
apartments have Energy Star appliances, feature green building
design and received LEED Silver certification (a designation of
the U.S. Green Building Council). It was the first Three Rivers
Community Action project to meet both the LEED and
Minnesota Green Communities’ standards.

are the residents. It’s a real asset to the community.”
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